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Why do it?
Many peo ple ask why ar chae ol o gists ex -

ca vate hu man re mains. Part of this ‘why’

means ‘for what pur pose?’. The other part, 

for peo ple with re li gious or moral con -

cerns, means ‘why are ar chae ol o gists dis -

turb ing hu man buri als?’. The an swers to

these ques tions are re lated of course but

not nec es sar ily in a straight for ward man -

ner. There is no doubt that if noth ing

could be learned from buri als, then we

would ex ca vate con sid er ably fewer. Nev -

er the less, the prac tice would not cease.

The lo ca tion of many burial sites has been

lost over the years and is of ten only re dis -

cov ered by ac tiv i ties such as re de vel op -

ment or road build ing. In these cases, the

hu man re mains are un der threat and

need to be re cov ered and re-bur ied rather

than pul ver ised by the bull dozer. At some -

where like Poulton, where the land is not

un der threat, the big gest rea son to ex ca -

vate hu man re mains is that they were dis -

cov ered whilst pur su ing other

ar chae o log i cal in ves ti ga tions. For ex am -

ple, whilst ex ca vat ing the ex tent of a Ro -

man ditch, we came across a hu man

burial. Now we have a di lemma. Do we ig -

nore the burial and try to ‘dig around it’

(thus leav ing it ex posed to the el e ments)?

Do we cover it up again (and thereby lose

our Ro man fea ture)? In prac tice, we care -

fully and re spect fully ex ca vate the burial

and then re turn to our orig i nal ar chae o -

log i cal ob jec tives.

Hav ing dis turbed the bones though,

there does seem lit tle fur ther harm or dis -

re spect in ex am in ing them to see what we

can find out about the peo ple to whom

those bones once be longed. When this

work is com plete, the re mains are

reburied with due rev er ence and cer e -

mony in the Chris tian tra di tion.

Let us look at those ideas fur ther. We

will il lus trate them by de scrib ing how we

ex ca vate skel e tons at the Poulton Cha pel

site and fin ish by say ing what we have dis -

cov ered about those skel e tons and the

peo ple they rep re sent.

The law
To ex ca vate any hu man re mains, you

need a licence from the Home Of fice. Nor -

mally the Po lice are not in volved or in ter -

ested once they know the re mains are not

re cent. In ad di tion, if you are ex ca vat ing

in con se crated ground, you need the per -

mis sion of the re li gious body con cerned.

At Poulton, we knew from the out set that

we were deal ing with a me di eval cha pel

site so we were likely to en coun ter hu man

re mains. The ground is deconsecrated so

we do not have to in volve the Church, but

ever since 1995 Poulton has had (and still

has) a Home Of fice licence to ex ca vate hu -

man re mains.

First find your grave
How do we find the grave? Well, at

Poulton, it is not ex actly dif fi cult! There is 

a con sid er able amount of ‘loose’ hu man

bone just un der the sur face. Most of this is

the re sult of the dis tur bance from plough -

ing but some of it is caused by the re-use of

graves (we will come back to this point

later). A mod er ate amount of care ful trow -

el ling will usu ally re veal a grave cut

and/or fill. When a grave (or other type of

hole) is dug in the ground and re filled,

both the edge of the hole (the cut), and the

re de pos ited ma te rial (the fill), re main

clear to the ar chae o log i cally trained eye

for cen tu ries. Dif fer ences in col our

and/or soil tex ture (of ten quite sub tle) re -

veal the out line of the grave (if un dis -

turbed) long be fore you see any bones. See

if you can see the out line of the head end of 

the grave in the pho to graph be low. (We

said the dif fer ences were sub tle!).

That works well where the burial is un -

dis turbed and on its own. Where the

burial is dis turbed, for what ever rea son

(in clud ing an other burial), the cut and the 

fill may be so in dis tinct that they are ‘in -

vis i ble’. The first you may know about

find ing a hu man burial is when your

trowel hits bone.

Hav ing dis cov ered a burial, what do

we do now? The first thing is stop dig ging!
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The sec ond is con sult with the site di rec -

tor. Do we re ally want to ex ca vate this

grave or is it suf fi cient to re cord its lo ca -

tion and ex ca vate some where else? To

save this piece com ing to a pre ma ture

end, let us as sume that the site di rec tor

says ex ca vate it.

Show us your bones
If the grave is iso lated and un dis turbed,

the next step is to trowel the whole area

care fully (re mov ing as lit tle soil as pos si -

ble) un til the full ex tent of the grave be -

comes vis i ble. Now we have to do one of

the ‘bor ing bits’. Be fore we ex ca vate the

grave, we need to mea sure and re cord the

co-or di nates of the ex tent of the grave

(with re spect to the site grid) and the

height above mean sea level. We do this so

that we know pre cisely where the grave is

in three di men sions. Hav ing got that

chore out of the way, we may now start to

ex ca vate the grave.

Care fully trow el ling away the grave

fill (and siev ing ev ery thing we re move),

we will even tu ally come down on to the

bones them selves. Now is the time to start

us ing more del i cate ex ca va tion tools such

as leaf trow els, cock tail sticks, brushes or

any thing else non-me tal lic to re move

care fully all the soil around the skel e ton.

Even tu ally, af ter some hours of work, we

will have a fully ex posed skel e ton ready

for re cord ing and lift ing.

Again, we need to re cord the phys i cal

lay out of the skel e ton. We re cord the grid

co or di nates and height of the

skull, pel vis and feet. Some -

times we will ‘plan’ the skel e -

ton, that is, draw a scale plan

on trac ing pa per.

Fi nally, we pho to graph the

skel e ton com plete with a

‘photo-board’ (re cord ing in -

for ma tion about the skel e ton)

and some ‘yard sticks’ to give

a scale. Be low is an ex am ple of 

such a pho to graph of a fully

ex ca vated skel e ton  shortly

be fore lift ing.

Once all the ex ca vat ing

and re cord ing is com plete, we

can get on with lift ing and

bag ging the skel e ton. Each

part of the skel e ton, that is skull, arms,

chest, pel vis, legs, etc. is bagged ac cord ing 

to a pre-de ter mined scheme. The scheme

it self var ies from site to site but one thing

they all have in com mon is keep ing the
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‘handed’ bones (that is, left and right

arms, legs, feet and hands) sep a rate. Dis -

tin guish ing be tween a left and right

‘funny’ bone (hu merus) or thigh bone (fe -

mur) later is rea son ably easy; for many of

the smaller bones (for ex am ple, fin ger or

toe bones), it is very dif fi cult. Better to put

them into marked bags when you know

ex actly where they came from.

Af ter all the bones have been lifted,

bagged and re moved for safe keep ing, we

can gently trowel at the bot tom of the

grave un til we have re moved and sieved

all the re main ing grave fill. We may want

to keep ‘en vi ron men tal sam ples’ of the fill

im me di ately be low the skel e ton. These

sam ples can be ana lysed later for or ganic

re mains that may give us use ful in for ma -

tion about the in di vid ual (for ex am ple,

from food re mains and kid ney stones)

and/or the en vi ron ment at the time of

burial (for ex am ple, from pol len and snail

shells).

As a fi nal task, we need to plan the

empty grave to re cord its size, shape and

con tours.

After the excavation
What hap pens next? Well, that de pends

very much on the fund ing and re sources

avail able to the ex ca va tion and the

num ber of skel e tons it has. A full osteo-

ar chae o log i cal ex am i na tion, in clud ing

dat ing, is go ing to cost hun dreds of

pounds; for ex am ple, a 14Car bon dat ing

costs about £250. For a site like Poulton

with about a hun dred skel e tons (and

ris ing), that is out of the ques tion.

How ever, with the help of post-grad u ate

stu dents and keen am a teurs, we have at

least mea sured and re corded the ba sic

in for ma tion from each skel e ton: the sex,

height and age at death. How do we do

that?

Is it a boy or a girl?
The main things we look at to tell the sex

of a skel e ton are the skull and pel vis.

Small but re cog nis able dif fer ences in the

skull, such as the shape of the brow or

lower jaw, give  us in di ca tors to the sex of

the skel e ton. Sim i larly with the pel vis,

al though as the bones most closely

as so ci ated with the an a tom i cal

dif fer ences be tween males and fe males,

these in di ca tors are of ten more re li able

than those of the skull. How ever, all this

de pends on hav ing most of the skel e ton

avail able (not of ten true at Poulton). In

ad di tion, these fea tures are qual i ta tive,

not quan ti ta tive mea sure ments.

Some times you just have to re cord the sex

as in de ter mi nate (that is, not enough

ma te rial to come to any con clu sion) or

am big u ous (that is, some of the in di ca tors

sug gest it is male whilst oth ers sug gest it

is fe male). Oh, and none of this works for

subadults, that is, peo ple be low the age of

about 18. The dif fer ences be tween male

and fe male skel e tons only be gin to ap pear

at ma tu rity.

How tall were they?
We es ti mate the height (again for adults

only) from the length of the long bones.

These are the three bones in the arm (the

hu merus, ra dius and ulna) and their

coun ter parts in the leg (the fe mur, tibia

and fib ula). Where we have them, we

mea sure each bone from each side of the

body us ing an osteometric board. This is

rather like a foot-mea sur ing gauge in a

shoe shop but lon ger and nar rower. We

re cord the length of each bone and then

use var i ous pub lished for mu lae to

pro duce an es ti mated height. The re sults

are not pre cise since in di vid u als can vary

a great deal from the av er age. The true

height could be sev eral centi metres

shorter or lon ger than the es ti mate.

How old were they?
The most use ful in di ca tor of the age at

death is the teeth. The age at which teeth

grow and erupt, for milk (de cid u ous) and

adult (per ma nent) teeth, is well doc u -

mented. We can get a good es ti mate of the

age of subadults by not ing the de vel op -

ment of their teeth (when we have them)

and com par ing it against charts.

For adult skel e tons, where tooth de vel -

op ment is com plete, we use the amount of

wear of the teeth. At best, it only gives the

broad cat e go ries of young adult (18–25),

ma ture adult (26–45), and older adult (over 

45). There are some other tech niques used
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else where to de ter mine the age of adult

skel e tons. Unfortunately, these rely on

bones that are of ten not well pre served at

Poulton.

In young peo ple (un der 21 or so), the

ends of var i ous bones (the epiphyses) are

not con nected di rectly to their shafts but

at tached by car ti lage. This is so that parts

of the bone can grow at dif fer ent rates. As

growth stops, the parts of the bone fuse to -

gether (epiphyseal fu sion). For tu nately,

the age at which the fu sion of dif fer ent

bones takes place var ies. We can es ti mate

the age by not ing which bones are fused

and which are not. This tech nique is most

use ful for peo ple be tween the ages of

10–25, par tic u larly so if we do not have the

teeth.

How did they die?
Alas, the skel e ton sel dom an swers that

ques tion for us. Un less the per son con -

cerned suf fered a ma jor and fa tal in jury,

for ex am ple, from a bat tle or ac ci dent,

most causes of death leave no trace on the

bones. Com mon fa tal ill nesses, such as

some forms of can cer or heart at tack, do

not af fect the bones. Some long-term ill -

nesses, such as ar thri tis, lep rosy or syph i -

lis do show in the bones and we are al ways

on the look out for them.

What can we say about them?
At Poulton, we have done all of the above

ex ca va tion and anal y sis nearly one hun -

dred times. What does that tell us about

the peo ple bur ied at Poulton? Rather

boringly and apart from some no ta ble ex -

cep tions, they were a typ i cal me di eval

pop u la tion. The pie chart shows the make

up of the 99 skel e tons ex ca vated since

1995.

Their health
Most of the skel e tons are “ro bust”, sug -

gest ing they were born of stock used to

hard phys i cal la bour. The bones show

signs of “wear and tear” caused by plenty

of phys i cal ac tiv ity that sup ports this

view. If they sur vived early child hood,

most seemed to live well into what we

would now call mid dle age.

Many of them had rot ten teeth (lit er -

ally). There is plenty of ev i dence for den -

tal wear, ab scesses and cal cu lus (a build-

up of a chalky ma te rial around where the

tooth goes into the gum). This sug gests

poor den tal hy giene. How ever, den tal de -

cay (car ies) is less com mon that you might 

ex pect, pos si bly be cause re fined sugar

was not avail able then. Some had no teeth

at all but had clearly sur vived to good age

(re mem ber no false teeth in those days).

This of ten leads to them de vel op ing a

char ac ter is tic ‘witches’ chin’. Oth ers

seem to suf fer from a form of ge netic den -

tal dis or der. This is es pe cially in ter est ing

since it may al low us iden tify re lated skel -

e tons.

Their ages
The graph be low shows the age at death

for those skel e tons where we could de ter -

mine it. You can see the high num ber of in -

fant deaths (sadly typ i cal of the me di eval

era) and the sig nif i cant num ber of in di -

vid u als who had clearly sur vived into

what would then be re garded as old age.
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Their heights
The Poulton in di vid u als would not have

ap peared too out of place in the 21st cen -

tury. The tall est fe male was 1.66m (5' 5")

and the short est was 1.50m (4' 11"). For

males, the fig ures are 1.82m (6' 0") and

1.55m (5' 1"). The av er age height for fe -

males was 1.59m (5' 3") and for males, it

was 1.72m (5' 8"). Apart from one stunted

chap let ting the side down, there is very

lit tle over lap be tween the heights of males 

and fe males. If you like your data graph i -

cally, you will find it be low.
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Their religion and burial rites
As the site is that of a me di eval cha pel,

you will not be sur prised to learn that all

the buri als found so far are Chris tian.

They are all aligned East–West, with the

head at the West end. Well, that is not

strictly true. They are aligned par al lel to

the East–West axis of the cha pel. How ever, 

the cha pel it self is skewed some 15º from

true East–West; this is not un com mon for

me di eval churches.

One or two buri als pro vided ev i dence

of nails that might be from a cof fin. In all

the oth ers, the body was laid straight into

the ground, prob a bly cov ered in a sim ple

shroud. The num ber of shroud pins that

we have found sup ports this idea.

We found very few per sonal items with

the buri als, just a belt buckle with one and 

an item of cloth ing dec o ra tion in an other.

This is just as we would ex pect for Chris -

tian buri als.

What next?
As we write, about half the skel e tons and

other hu man bones excavated so far are

still care fully boxed away in stor age.

How ever, shortly, we will take the ma te -

rial away for re burial at Mount St. Ber -

nard’s Ab bey in Leicestershire. There

they will re join all the other skel e tal ma te -

rial from Poulton. 

We feel this is par tic u larly ap pro pri -

ate. The cha pel was orig i nally part of the

me di eval Cistercian mon as tery at

Poulton and Mount St. Ber nard’s is the

last re main ing Cistercian ab bey in the

U.K.

We al ways re mind our selves that it is a

priv i lege and hon our to be al lowed to ex -

ca vate and ex am ine the re mains of an -

other hu man be ing. It is our duty to

rebury them in the Chris tian man ner and

en vi ron ment in which they ex pected to

stay when they were first in terred in the

cold clay of Poulton.
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